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	1. I A Meeting of Chieftains

**I.**

A table, thin and narrow as a long boat, stretched from one end of the high-ceilinged hall to the other. Fire from an enormous hearth, while bright and strong the flames, could not light the entire expansive room, and thus corners flickered in uneven shadows and cast black glares on the faces of Viking men and women entering their meeting place.

They shuffled in from a storm outside, where torrenting rain and smothering clouds blocked the sun – and thus light – from touching a corner of the world. A grimness darkened their eyes nonetheless; even if fairer weather had accompanied their journey here, every arriving soul would still have entered with the same surly countenance now sported.

A wide variety of beards and braids took their place around the elongated council table. The heavily-plaited graying mustache of a man far from the east end of the Barbaric Archipelago settled beside the explosive red fireworks of a stoic southern chief, while a wrinkled elderly woman wearing a white bear skin hood hovered in the back where the room was darkest. Elsewhere one imposing, large-chested stocky lady chief shoved her way to near the crest of the table, followed by a short, squat tangle of waist-length blonde hair who must have been her daughter. She and the others congregating here exchanged greetings, handshakes, whispers, and shouts as Courageous Kenna hailed Aidan the Attractive, as Logan Longsword heartily thumped Morven the Unsinkable's back, and as Thuggory the Meathead stiffly welcomed the new Bashem-Oik monarch Stormbeard the Serious, an aptly-named man wearing an eruption of hair and ever-furrowed eyebrows. Even the friendliest greetings, though, suffered from strained smiles and worried frowns. Everyone glanced over to the man standing at the head of the table, wondering when he would call everyone to silence and formally commence the meeting.

That man who presided over tonight's council of chieftains leaned over an unfurled map of the archipelago and studied it thoroughly. Occasionally he reached for a pencil at his left-hand side to write in a light mark nearby some of the drawn islands, smudging the cuff of his embroidered maroon and red shirt sleeve in the process. A thin cape draped over his shoulders alongside near-shoulder length brown hair held back in a loose braid, while a brown-black leather headband covered most of his forehead beneath shaggy bangs. He was amongst the youngest of the Vikings assembled, recently turned twenty-four.

Hiccup glanced up from the table of Vikings and sighed weightily, an unwanted burden taxing even his breath. He was not prepared for this. Never would be. Someone else should be doing this, not him.

Nevertheless, it was time to begin.

It was time to put an end to this war.


	2. II A Meeting of Chieftains

**II.**

"Not everyone can see the map here," Hiccup began – or rather, began several times, repeating the same phrase with a bit of a stutter until every tribal representative in the room had sufficiently quieted, "much less read a letter _on_ this map, so I'll try to recap everything that's going on aloud. Drago Bludvist and his allies –" Hiccup grimaced, wishing for an infinite time that the Murderous Tribe, Outcasts, and Berserkers had supported himself rather than the power-hungry Visithugs "– have taken solid control of the north, including the Frozen Isles, Grimbeard's Despair, and the Dragon's Nose. They are as far south as Wrecker's Bay off the coast of Murderous Island, and as far east as Breakneck Bog, the Haunted Marshes, and the Gorge of the Thunderbolt of Thor." An enormous swath of territory they had conquered, hundreds times greater than the land area of Berk, which in itself was smaller than just the Visithug's home island. The mass of enemy territory loomed like an enormous cloud over the small isle on his map.

The young chief traced his pointer finger from the very top of the map to its left-bottom corner and chewed on his lip pensively before continuing. The action slightly stretched his cheeks, the left one of which now supported an obtruding pair of light parallel scars that ran from a slightly-split left nostril to the high point of his cheekbone. An unfortunate encounter two years back with one of the Vigilante's feral dragons caused that – though otherwise, he had been very fortunate these past four years of battle.

"Drago conquering the north in turn has – has ousted the Vigilante from her mountain. She's moved further south…" his eyes traced the route. "We have lost control of Changewing Island, Hysteria, the – the Isle Glum, Fireworm Island, and the Isle Villainy, which frankly no one wanted to live on or control anyway even before it got scorched by her dragons into an uninhabitable crisp." His stray dry comment complete, Hiccup pulled his finger east until it landed on a spattering of small shapes which bedecked a corner of the map's blue sea. "But lately reports suggest that the Vigilante, whose dragon numbers appear to be declining from the effects of the war, has retreated and – and – and withdrawn her hold from many of these islands, and though she has not been seen in person for several months – her dragons are another matter – we guess that she is secluded somewhere within the Mazy Multitudes, perhaps securing a stronghold in the old abandoned Fort Sinister."

"_Confirmed_ in Fort Sinister, actually," a large-nosed Viking chief across the table corrected. He leaned in to provide his report. "My men sailed past the southern part of the Mazy Multitudes and noticed there were teal ice formations jutting out from the shores like giant spears." He raised his arms up in a rather magnificent gesture to accompany his rather unoriginal metaphor.

"Nothing else could make ice like that except her Bewilderbeast," another voice agreed from elsewhere in the room. Around the fire flickers and dancing shadows, heads nodded.

"Fort Sinister, then," Hiccup nodded, grabbed his pencil, and placed a new mark at that location.

Someone bent over from behind him. Breasts hovering near-directly above Hiccup, the wide-shouldered chief of the Bog-Burglar Tribe leaned in to study Hiccup's map closely, and after omitting a rather gruff but nonetheless satisfied snort, pronounced, "If that dragon rider has retreated so much as you say, we have her cornered!" Her alto voice sang through the hall at much greater a volume than Hiccup had been speaking. "We can surround her and finish her off at Fort Sinister and end one front of the war."

"Assuming we can even navigate our ships _to_ Fort Sinister! Have you tried to sail an armada through the Mazy Multitudes?" Yet another contributor to the conversation.

And another. "There's a reason they're called a maze, if you started to think with your head instead of your chest hair. Many a ship has sunk winding through those islands. The waters are shallow, ships are often beached, and those which aren't capsized sail in hopeless circles trying to find a passage through the archipelago."

"We're fighting a war against two armies, fire-breathing five ton dragons, a war-conquering tyrant, and an island-sized Bewilderbeast controlled by a bloody lunatic, and you're more worried about steering your boat through a cluster of _islands_?"

"Yes, in fact, I am." The previous speaker slammed his hand down firmly on the table. Even had he not, his emphatic intonation alone would have garnered the attention of everyone in the room, for Logan Longsword was well-respected amongst the Vikings in the Barbaric Archipelago. More than a little gray grew like snakes throughout his beard, and much of that gray had been well-earned by experience. His sunken wrinkled eyes panned throughout the room as he explicated his concerns. "The point of the matter is, no one sails enough in the Mazy Multitudes to know a clear route which would get us from the open ocean to the shores of Fort Sinister. Those islands have been abandoned for centuries. Our ancestors who used to occupy Fort Sinister either left us no good map, or we've gone and lost all the copies." He shook his head, beard rustling up against his breastplate. "Prayers to Hlin and Njörður for divine guidance would be our best strategy for navigating those treacherous waters, and even then, the gods might not preserve us. It could take us_ weeks_ to cover ground we elsewise would cover in a day! And during those weeks, that dragon rider will spot us, attack us, and defeat us."

"Berk's dragons could –"

"Berk doesn't have _enough _dragons to force out the Vigilante by themselves! Even when their dragons were hale and in their full numbers –" many casualties had occurred during the past four years "–they wouldn't have been enough to take her down! If you know _anything_ about what the history and legends have said about Fort Sinister, it's that it's impenetrable. No one has ever successfully conquered it during a war. If we want to break past its walls and seize the Vigilante – Odin, if we even want to _make it to the foot of that fort _– we need some careful planning. She might be cornered, oh yes, she might be cornered, but the great war god Týr well knows she's _far_ from being defeated."

A short silence in the hall loomed eerily over the heads of every Viking representative.

"Dragons could still be of use, though, as scouts," Longsword's opponent finally returned. It was a beautiful, tall, steel-eyed young woman named Tantrum who spoke. Her flame red hair and green eyes seemed to cast their own light in the room, ignited by her internal heated temperament. "It would be possible for riders to sneak undetected into the Mazy Multitudes and fly overhead to chart a route to the stronghold."

For a short moment it appeared as though Longsword would open his mouth to dispute, but listening to the pealing majority around the hall supporting Tantrum's suggestion, instead snapped his mouth shut.

"Let me see that map," Logan finally sighed, and Hiccup passed over the paper to the left side of the table.

This did not, inevitably, end all debate on the matter. A high-volume dispute commenced. Frustrated gesticulations. Fervent points hammered. Ideas projected and discarded. Head shakes. Head nods. Thankfully, more of the latter occurred the further on in the discussion they headed.

"Sail over from this path once the scouts return…"

"If we send the Bog-Burglars over to the eastern entrance of the fortress and…"

"No, we need them over to the south…"

"South then."

"While all the Bashem-Oiks will lend support after the initial assault…"

"Good, good."

"Berk will send its dragons…"

"No, you remember the last time Berk's dragons attacked the Vigilante's? She almost gained control of them!"

More discussion.

"The dragons have to stay north, protecting the borders between our territories and the Visithugs."

"Oh? And what about _Drago's_ Bewilderbeast?"

The steady, churning flow of discussion suddenly halted. Everyone turned to stare at the woman who spoke up.

"Drago's… _what_?" Chief Bertha intoned dramatically from behind Hiccup. The young Berk leader in front of her flinched from her booming voice, then glared up, greatly irked at her unnecessary shouting.

The first chief responded, her voice ringing out through the hallway, "You mean you didn't know Drago Bludvist just captured a young Bewilderbeast?"

Wide-eyed, Hiccup responded, "No. And that _might_ have been good to mention at the, you know, start of this meeting?"

"Anything else you'd like to share?" someone else growled.

"In the last battle up north between myself and some of the Visithugs, we caught sight of Drago attempting to control a very young Bewilderbeast – not full grown, but still a monster – by waving his staff in a similar manner to the Vigilante's. Assuming he gains control of it, and he's abusing it enough I believe he will… then we have two large dragons to contend with."

A host of frightened murmurs rose up.

"All the more reason to strike down the Vigilante immediately! We can't fight two Bewilderbeasts at once!"

And the war plans resumed, all the more vigorously than before. While once a sense of urgency danced upon the walls, now a horrid pressure built upon them, of time rushing away, of the deaths of future men collapsing upon them if they failed. Though some chiefs continued balking about the gamble they were making entering the Mazy Multitudes – even just the southern edge of the islands – in general consensus amongst the tribal representative rose up they could indeed strike at the Vigilante now. That they _needed_ to strike her now. And that they could succeed in such an assault. One tall and lean young man even spoke so confidently as to boast, "It will be good to see that dragon rider's head on the edge of my spear after we take the fort."

To which Hiccup responded, suddenly quite firm for the first time this meeting, with a resounding, "_No_."

Everyone turned their gaze toward the young chief.

"We're not killing her," he announced adamantly.

Tantrum raised her eyebrows. Longsword frowned. An old woman from the back – the Elder of the Northern Wanderer Tribe – snorted and scoffed aloud, "You're _one_ chief, young man. This is not your decision to make. If everyone else wants her dead, she'll be dead unless you get to her first."

"If we mean to be the voice of peace in this war, and _end _it, rather than charging out with unnecessary aggression, then –"

Hiccup was cut off. The Elder, stepping forward so that her face was only _mostly_, rather than completely, obscured by shadow, intoned, "Do you really still hold onto such peaceful ideals? After every horrid thing you have seen the past four years?"

Hiccup stared up at her as she pronounced, "The Vigilante cannot be turned. Cannot be imprisoned or contained. There _is_ no mercy for someone like her."

Ever since the Elder had met Hiccup and placed the Slavemark on his forehead, she held such an unwavering opinion of the Vigilante. Yet it never had been such a direct point of contention until now.

_Even if the Vigilante weren't my mother, I wouldn't want her dead._

At least none of the chieftains at the table knew his relation to that dragon rider.

Responding to the Elder, Hiccup said, "That's exactly what got us into a war in the first place. The firm opinion that other people are bad and can't be changed. It's why Drago's dragon trappers attacked the Vigilante, and it's why she attacked back. And everything escalated from there. That _is_ how this whole war started, if you remember."

Before the Elder could once more speak up, Hiccup gestured – a bit of a wild sweep of his hands, but somehow intent nonetheless – and clarified, "I want this war to end just as much as you. And I won't just naïvely let the Vigilante go away. But at the same time, I will _not_ turn myself into a second Drago in the process, or a second Vigilante. Maybe you're right and I can't stop you from killing her if you reach her first. But if I have the chance, I _will_ spare her."

_I cannot kill you as you killed my father._

_But I will keep you from killing others._

_I will end this war._


	3. III Respite

**III.**

"You," Astrid remarked with a painful verbal stab, "are late."

She stood atop a cliffside which overlooked Dragon Island's eastern harbor. Hooligans occupied both Dragon Island and Berk, currently, as two stations of the war, and in the last month, the Haddocks had remained on the former. Thus, behind Astrid, down a few rolling hills, a cluttered village of wood-carved Viking houses awaited her, along with a number of bustling Vikings and dragons. Hiccup could not hear or see many details from the distance, but he well-knew by now what he would find. Small fishing boats in the harbor. The clang of a forge rising up alongside peaceful conversations. Children darting down pathways, laughing. Not home, not like Berk, but still… welcoming.

The chief alighted from his dragon; with a quick hop, he pulled himself out of Toothless' saddle, adjusted the gear on his prosthetic foot, and stepped down to genteelly greet the missus. The dragon grumbled contentedly at finally landing on solid ground, and turned away to his own tasks while the two young Vikings reunited.

Hiccup glided up to Astrid with a small knowing smile on his face, cape fluttering behind him with his distinctive, swinging stride. "And you," Hiccup returned more politely, drawing his wife into a short kiss on the lips, "shouldn't be out in this weather." He glanced downward, just a little, toward her swollen belly. Astrid glanced down, too.

Still carrying on a terse and sardonic voice, she returned, "I am fine," and after a little emphatic pause, declared, "and so is the baby. Gods. You don't even handle dragon eggs this delicately. Do I need to remind you how many times my axe has saved your stupid life?"

"Ah – ah, I know, I'm sorry," Hiccup stumbled. With his arm around her waist, the chief started leading Astrid back toward the village proper. "Just want him safe."

"_Her_," Astrid insisted, quickly yanking on the braid at the back of his head. Likely as not, it had loosened and come slightly undone during the blustery flight home, and she wished to sit him down and fix his hair immediately. "I am quite sure it will be a her."

"Her then," Hiccup agreed amiably. For all he presided as chief over the tribe, he knew when his wife was in control. Instead of bickering, he continued on the conversation, pointing out, "You know, we still haven't come up with a name for her."

"I've got a few ideas."

When she failed to elaborate, Hiccup prompted, "Aren't you going to share them with me? And what about _my_ ideas?"

"I don't know if I trust your ideas. You named your first dragon '_Toothless'_, that young Driver Dragon 'Spiky', and your Terrible Terror 'Sharpshot'."

"Sharpshot isn't a bad name," Hiccup protested with a shrug. He glanced back at Toothless, bouncing gleefully behind them, as though asking for affirmation from a friend. But whatever support Hiccup wanted, the dragon did not give, too distracted by the sudden, apparently frightening appearance of a grey squirrel skittering at his feet. Hiccup chuckled as the dragon jumped before resuming his playful argument with Astrid. "And if I remember correctly, you called your Terrible Terror 'Sneaky', which frankly isn't any better." His voice fell into a lighthearted sarcastic jibe at the last point.

Astrid turned around to glare him in the eye while still walking toward the Hooligans' settlement. She completely avoided his remark about her childhood Terrible Terror and instead ranted on about his own insufficiencies, which were quite many, so it seemed. "And don't even get me started on the names of all the islands from your old mapping project. Even _Tuffnut_ could have done better than that, and he's the one who once decided to call his old Dragon Racing team 'Snotnuts'. But every single time I open the map, I'm greeted with geography like 'Itchy Armpit Island', 'Squashed Bug Bay,' and 'Butthole Harbor'."

"I did _not_ name anything Buttho –" Hiccup laughed mid-sentence, explaining, "Toothless helped me name things."

"Well, he's not helping name _our_ kid," Astrid determined. "I am not going to wind up with a daughter named 'Slobbering Tongue'."

"We – we could always do something more traditional, like some of my relatives' names."

"Your family has as terrible naming habits as you do, babe. Don't for a second suggest 'Chinhilda' or I'm going to punch you." Her voice was deceptively sweet as she threatened him. Then again, she often punched him when she felt like being sweet, anyway.

"Then by all means, milady," Hiccup returned, "do tell me what you've come up with."

"Well," she said glibly, "I was thinking maybe 'Ella' or 'Maire'. What do you think?"

Hiccup answered, "Sound fine. We can talk more about it later."

With a huff, Astrid returns, "That means you don't like them!"

"It means I'm _considering_ them."

"Fine then," she said. She turned around to give Toothless a friendly nudge in the nose. "You'll convince him for me, won't you?" she asked.

Changing conversations, Hiccup asked, "So how was the village while I was gone?" They passed the first line of houses, all of them simply constructed, not painted, but cozy nonetheless. A few men and women glanced up from their works and waved at the passing couple.

"Oh, nothing exciting, really. Unless you count the twins accidentally setting fire to the armory."

The chief rolled his eyes. Sure enough, as they passed the low, long building, a horrid whiff of smoke caught their noses, and more than a few patches of the building sported charred, blackened wood. He glanced over it briefly before walking onward. He would speak to the Thorstons and examine the damage more at a later time. "You sure it was accidental?"

"Who can ever know with the two of them? Sometimes I feel as though neither Tuffnut nor Ruffnut have ever grown up."

"Well," said Hiccup, glancing back at Toothless and remembering when his dragon ended his own childhood – a euphemism to say the least – "sometimes I feel as though that's not always a bad thing. I'd certainly prefer that to war councils." He glanced uncomfortably downward to fidget with his belt buckle.

Astrid, concerned, inquired, "Did it not go well?" She leaned down and inward to force Hiccup to look her in the eye.

"No, no, it went just fine. I'm no master war strategist, but… well. The other chiefs are more than competent enough."

"_You're_ competent," Astrid protested.

"We actually might have a good plan and a way out of this war. One of them, anyway. The Vigilante's stowed away in Fort Sinister, and we drafted up a battle strategy to surround her." He chuckled slightly, muttering, "I never thought I'd sound so much like my father."

"This sounds really good, though!" Astrid jubilantly responded as they stepped toward the center of the village. She widened her eyes for emphasis. "This means we'll actually be able to put a stop to her and not have to worry about our dragons turning against us!"

"Yeah, well," Hiccup mumbled, "that was the most _difficult_ part of the meeting."

"What was?"

"I – I want the end of this war just as much as any Viking. Maybe even more than some. I just tried to fight the council of chiefs not to kill her once we…"

"Did you tell them why?" Astrid asked quietly.

"No." Hiccup, pursing his lips, responded in even softer a voice, "It wouldn't do well for everyone to know that the Vigilante is my mother."

Sensing her husband's discomfort, Astrid walked in silence for a short moment, and then after a respectful moment turned around and said, "It shouldn't matter to them, anyway. You have done amazing things, Hiccup. You've done so much."

Hiccup glanced around at the entire village.

"I just hope it'll be enough."

"It will be," Astrid said with a small smile. She stepped up to the porch of one of the houses – _their_ residence on Dragon Island – and beckoned him to step inside. "Come on, babe. Everything is going to work out fine."

"But –"

"No," she said. "No buts. Relax, Hiccup. You're overworked. Let's make tonight a time to relieve some of that stress."


	4. IV The Mazy Multitudes

**IV.**

As soon as the ships turned port and entered the narrow channels of the archipelago, Hiccup began to question the Viking chiefs' decision to navigate through the Mazy Multitudes.

Rather, there was no "beginning" to question. He questioned the choice _completely_ after even a few hours inside the poorly-charted territory.

The Sea Stacks back home on Berk were treacherous enough, enormous, tall, tight-packed rock formations jutting straight out of the east harbor like haphazardly scattered pillars. From seemingly nowhere they launched out of the waters with precipices vertical to the earth's surface. Yet these appeared like calm, uninterrupted, smooth landscapes when confronted with the Mazy Multitude's impossibly sword-sharp surfaces, fang-like projections out of the water, deceptively shallow, unexpected shoals arising in what one would have expected deep water, peculiar current leaning up against jagged, fang-filled cliff sides. Everything grew in bitter spikes, aquatic stalactites and oceanic fangs pushing urgently, incessantly, increasingly out of the water as though the very earth wished to swallow the Berk fleet whole. The boats had to flee the jaws of many a wide-mawed, sharp-toothed stone attacker as they desperately turned, swirled, curved, and urgently, rapidly swung their ships about the projecting obstacles. Even one small incisor peeking up from out the water would be enough to tear apart the side of the ship. Above, blocking out the sky, tall, tight-packed canyons, separate, looming islands leaning ominously in to crush each ship as it sailed, bent inward with increasing fervency. Perhaps some unseen force, whenever a Viking glanced away, moved the cliffs in forward to squeeze the ships. Or perhaps the islands themselves were that menace, and each sentient crag of unforgiving rock held a personal desire to capture, crush, and engulf the sails and rigging and masts and sides and belly of every tiny Viking ship inward creeping.

_No wonder the Vikings abandoned Fort Sinister, _Hiccup thought to himself, wincing as the keel to his own vessel nearly collided with a precipice squeezing in toward the fleet. _And if the stronghold is anything like this archipelago, I think I have an idea why they named it 'sinister'._

This place was forbidding and unwelcoming even to stubborn, strong-minded, hardy Vikings. Everyone had been unnaturally quiet ever since they had come here.

In a way, though, the impossibly serrated world of stone and sea aided the Hooligans and other Viking tribes. With such a landscape as this, they could better approach the Vigilante's new base completely unseen. Fom the starboard of the ship, though, Hiccup could spy Eret staring out intently at the world anyway, brown eyes panning worriedly across the skies in sign of hostile dragons. Thus far, he had spoken naught, suggesting Eret's keen eyes had not yet snagged even a glimpse of a Whispering Death, Smothering Smokebreath, or Deadly Shadow.

Hiccup decided to ask Eret anyway about his outlook as a method to break the eerie silence of their voyage more than anything else. "See anything?" he inquired, and was thankful that his voice came out his throat rather casually.

"Not the tip of a tail," Eret answered. He turned his eye away from his lookout to meet the chief in the eye. "If I didn't know any better, I'd say we were sailing to the wrong side of the world. We're supposed to be seeing _more_ dragons the closer we come to the Vigilante, not less."

"Well maybe she keeps them all close to her," Hiccup suggested thoughtfully. His mind turned back to the few days he had stayed in her stronghold back north. Her dragons had flown in and out of the mountainside at will at that time, though his observations of the place had been a carefully-managed, indubitably loyal hive.

Presided over by the Bewilderbeast.

He did not look forward to confronting that creature again. Especially not if all the other dragons _were_ there. That would be quite a force to confront even with all their planning.

Eret, answering Hiccup's comment, stated, "Either way, I don't like it."

Hiccup opened his mouth to respond, but at that moment, someone's sharp shout from the front of the vessel directed his attention immediately elsewhere, and with boot and prosthetic foot clopping on deck, he rushed forward.

A recent wreckage painted a mosaic on the side of a jutting cliff. The masts of the Hooligan ship now plunged downward like stakes into the ocean. Men swam desperately to shore – at least, the nearest piece of land to which they could cling without being stabbed. And there was indeed a beach of some sorts, covered in blackened pebbles, up ahead, over which drenched heaps of Vikings crawled hands-and-knees.

"Hurry, help them aboard, save as many supplies as we can – _without risking our own ship!_" Hiccup, urgent, directed. And thus ropes were cast out and dinghies lowered into the water, men and women colliding into one another on deck as they rushed about to assist the capsized Hooligans. Water sloshed on ships as soggy, hairy men dripped onto deck and the vessel became crowded with double the number of men meant to hold it.

"Is everyone on board? Is everyone safe?"

"Chief." A sudden wet hand holding him on the forearm. Hiccup turned to Starkard, the one who had touched him. The thick-bearded Viking pointed to the shore and said, "It's Fishlegs. He says you need to see something on land."

Hiccup furrowed his eyebrows as he glanced before him, noting the stout dragon enthusiast's shape waving wildly from a distance. He could see little more than that and the sharp spires of their hazardous surroundings – no aberration at all to indicate what Fishlegs had noted.

"Did he say what it is?"

"No, sir. Just that you had to see it with your own eyes."

Not five minutes later and Hiccup was lowered into the waters on a small boat himself, rowing carefully to the shore past the drifting flotsam from their broken ship. Oars whacked wood as often as water, barrels and broken side boards and shattered chests, yet still somehow Hiccup managed to navigate to the shores without colliding into too large of an object. The dinghy pulled up with the soft crunch of gravel onto the dark grey pebbled shores; he stepped out, pulled it up, and placed the oars inside before striding up to rendezvous with Fishlegs.

His peer wore eyes double the size that should be capable of any human being, pupils bugging out and straining the strength of his lids to hold them in. He jittered, either excited or nervous, or perhaps a bit of both. Fishlegs sometimes reacted rather similarly between those two emotions.

"Hiccup! Hiccup! Chief!" he cried, rushing up and spraying gravel all across the shore with his rushing footfalls. "You've got to see this! Look."

"Hold on, Fishlegs," Hiccup answered slowly, eyes scanning the landscape. Still he could see no reason for the young man's anxiousness. "I'm here. Just tell me – what's going on? What did you find?"

Fishlegs gasped, "You're not going to believe it." He pointed past a cluster of stacked boulders, whispering, "It's behind there."

Silent, Hiccup followed behind his friend. They crawled over rocks, not once seeing sight of living foliage, not a single browned brush or leaf from a tree. All was dead. Soundless.

The boulders Fishlegs directed Hiccup toward were not too far away, though still enough of a distance that the journey brought Fishlegs to puffs and Hiccup heart-pounding anticipation. And when they turned the corner of their destined rock formation and both glanced to the left side, Hiccup marveled, "Is that what I think it is?"

"Mhm. Look here." Fishlegs walked forward, crouched down, and reached out to touch his finding. Parched white bones rested, almost as though the entire skeleton were taking a mere nap. Fishlegs reverently touched a knuckle, remarking, "Four legs and a set of wings, about eight and a half meters in length. Enormous wing span. Bone structure indicating…"

"Fishlegs, I don't need the statistics on a dead dragon," Hiccup said.

His friend corrected in a reverent whisper, "Dead Night Fury."

"Wow." Hiccup himself could not speak great volumes. "A Night Fury lived here! How – how - how long ago did it die? Can you tell? Is it recent enough to say there might be more living in this place?"

"It could be recent… I can only guess," Fishlegs said. He pursed his lips thoughtfully as he scrutinized the evidence. "Long enough we only have bones… but I don't know how quickly the body would rot on this island… it's all dependent on so many things. Temperature, type of soil…"

_Is there anything you haven't studied up on?_ Hiccup thought, briefly amused, thoughts zoning out from Fishlegs' continued, lengthy explanation.

"…so I don't know. It could be recent. Might not be."

"Well, this is the first Night Fury I've seen in the wild since I met Toothless as a teenager," Hiccup remarked. "This is… this is something." There were no easy words to describe his thoughts.

"It really is." Fishlegs said. "I almost want to just stay and study it. Think of all that we could learn!"

"Is this another excuse to avoid a battle?"

"No! I mean… well… that wouldn't hurt… but Hiccup… Chief…"

"We can't leave you behind in this area," Hiccup pointed out, glancing around at the forbidding landscape. "It's probably not safe. On any other occasion, it _would_ have been good to learn more. Even if I would much rather see a live Night Fury than a dead one."

"Oh, same, same here. Nearly gave me a heart attack when I turned the corner and _booom! _…there it was." Hiccup could suddenly understand why Fishlegs seemed so excited and chilled at the same time; it was evidence of a rare dragon, but also a bit of an ominous omen to encounter a skeleton on an otherwise uninhabited world.

"Well thank you for showing me this," Hiccup said. His eyes remained locked on the skeleton even as Fishlegs stood and brushed off dust from his knees. "Makes me question even more where the Night Furies went. Although maybe…"

His eyes turned toward the northeast, the direction their fleet currently sailed.

"…there might be more… living… Night Furies with the Vigilante here."

He did not know if he celebrated or dreaded such a thought.


	5. V Assault on Fort Sinister

**V.**

The earth trembled.

Not slightly, either. An enormous, sudden, rock-shifting, powerful _heft_ – as though some giant had taken the slabs of the earth and shifted them at will – rocked every stone on the island.

Every stone _within_ the island, too.

For Hiccup had before in his life felt the world trembling beneath him and felt intimidated. Yet watching the stone sudden shudder above him now made for all the more a terrifying experience.

He ducked as the precipitation of thumb-sized pebbles clattered to the floor, yet a few rocks still pounded at him as he and his men rushed through a series of tunnels, nothing but torchlights and an unreliable map guiding their way.

The Viking fleet had moored about a day's determined march from Fort Sinister to prepare for battle against the Vigilante, pulling out what war machines they could carry on deck, others quickly assembling the parts of those which could not be transported in one piece. The scrape, scrape, scrape of men sharpening swords and women testing the blades of their axes resounded throughout camp that night, while a few carefully low-kept fires cooked as hearty of meals as travel could offer, but Hiccup and his small company had not lingered amongst the main forces for long. As soon as everyone had shored, he and a select team had quickly scouted the area, hoping that the rumors spread from other Viking chiefs were true.

That there were Whispering Death tunnels beneath the island surface which led to Fort Sinister.

They had, at any rate, discovered the tunnels, clearly chawed away in the past by rock-gorging Boulder class dragons. Whether or not these actually led to the lairs of Fort Sinister had yet to be determined.

At once the ground roared louder than any angry dragon, and stones again thundered down to the earth, this time no small pebble shower but a sudden hailing of blackened slate. "Look out!" – a shout, and two men dived away from a sudden monster hurling down to the floor. The boulder crushed the ground beneath it. Both men, safe but winded, stared at the great slab while gasping heavily on their knees and palms, frightened but thankful to be breathing.

"Keep going, keep going," another voice called out, a woman's gruff alto speech confidently marching forward with a torch. Her arm boldly held above her braids a tongue of flame, lighting tall but narrow chasms of pure rock in a blackened, lifeless world of underground caves. The flickering, unsteady light cast more shadows than light upon the tight, gruff corridors, yet it was far better that than blackness, so all the Hooligan men and women in the party strove after it eagerly.

Only a few other small bursts of torchfire flashed amongst the company, making already-treacherous footing nearly impossible to step through without tripping at least once every step. Yet few grumbles called out oaths; instead, anxious, ragged breaths accompanied them and little more. Their guide at the front, marching alongside Hiccup, was one of the few brave enough to use her voice.

"Are we almost there, chief?" she asked him, for Hiccup trotted alongside her, best as he could with his peg leg making difficult his trek through the darkness. As one they ducked beneath a slate ledge and squirmed through the momentarily squeezing confines of their passage.

Hiccup glared over the map which another one of the chiefs – back during the meeting they had first strategized this attack – had given him. He twisted the map along several angles while pursing his lips and squinting in the dim, near-unreadable light. "Not sure," he admitted. "I'm not even one hundred percent sure we're still heading northeast."

"Oh that's just lovely," another voice muttered behind him.

"Quiet, Snotlout. Let Hiccup do the navigating."

"Is there even any navigating to be done?" the young man protested, waving his hands in the dim light. "That map he's holding is for the surface, not these stupid tunnels! This whole mission is based on little more than a guess."

The Viking behind them continued griping even as others sought to run beyond him and ignore his pessimistic diatribe. "I get the rest of the battle strategy for this attack on Sinister. The attack on the front of the gates. The other tribes sweeping in from two other directions. Attempts to lure the dragons out of the sky and away from the fortress and the dragon lady. But this – this – this –" he kept repeating the same word because he was puffing too hard "– this I don't like one bit."

Hiccup was begging to think he should have left his cousin in the other main party of Hooligan warriors.

"The battle can still be won even if we fail," Hiccup began, but he was cut off before he could state another word of explanation.

"Then why are we doing this?"

With only a few remnants of patience, the chief responded, "Because if we _are_ successful, we make the rest of the battle a lot less bloody and a whole lot more easily won. And we're not _entirely_ guessing about where we're headed." He lowered his voiced and pointed upward, though it was doubtful Snotlout could see the motion even though the chief walked next to the torchlight. "Listen."

What might have been an intent frown settled on Snotlout's shadow-bathed face.

"What am I listening for?"

Another roar, boom, and tremor took the caves.

"That."

"Yeah? So what?"

"That enormous rumbling sound and half the tunnel ceiling crashing down on us would happen be our armies fighting above. We've come to the right place. Now we just need to find a way to the surface or directly inside her fort from here." Hiccup began scanning the ceiling – the blackness which should have been the ceiling, anyway – for signs of a tunnel leading to the surface. Whispering Death caves frequently returned and broke through the surface of the earth, creating frequent entrances and exits.

_The idea to have a small group sneak underground to reach Fort Sinister might work after all._

Hiccup, not at all the veteran war general amongst the other Viking chiefs, but one rather quite knowledgeable in the ways of many dragon species, naturally had volunteered for this task. And inside his mind then, and creeping into his thoughts now, ran the idea that maybe – maybe somehow – this would provide him the opportunity to approach the Vigilante first.

_To capture her before they kill her._

_But still… to stop her._

_To end this front of the war._

An enormous above-ground explosion rocked the earth below it. Hiccup clambered to place his hands on the rough rock walls to steady himself.

Vibrations, vibrations, vibrations, echoing, shuddering, throughout the earth.

Shudder.

Shudder.

Silent.

"Come on," he murmured when the entire world steadied.

"Are you sure?" Snotlout asked.

"Yeah, we're fine."

"No… keep listening."

Another rumble rattled the earth, but not coming from a source above-ground.

_Whispering Deaths._

"Hurry!" a sudden exclamation, quiet as could be while alerting the others. Everyone scrambled, ducking into crags, curling into balls, fleeing for tributaries from the main tunnel. Sudden flashes of spikes shot forth through the tunnel – one – two – three – and on and on – a dozen at least in full – before the world again returned to silence and stillness.

Everyone, hearts thudding horribly, only slowly rose to their feet.

They slipped forward, feet crunching on recently-fallen pebbles, turning to the left, drifting through dragon-chewed slate and ducking between stalagmites and stalactites.

A gust whipped out the torch held in every hand. Wind slipped suddenly into the passageway, extinguishing light.

But revealing the twinkling of indirect sunlight streaming in above them.

"We have our exit," Hiccup murmured, squinting upward. The sudden natural light seemed abnormally bright, and thus he found it difficult to notice any details in the world aboveground, but he did nevertheless believe he caught sight of stone stacked on stone. "And it's right next to our destination."


	6. VI Assault on Fort Sinister

**VI.**

War raged beyond Hiccup as he crawled aboveground. Dragon screeches exploded through the skies, fireballs rained down across the landscape, and the aggressive howl of warring Viking men sang a duet alongside the Vigilante's beasts. Hiccup flinched upon seeing her dragons so close to Fort Sinister's towers. _I thought the plan was to lure the dragons away. Has something gone wrong already?_

However, he had no time to problem solve the other facets of this battle. He and his team had one mission, and it was essential to complete regardless of how everyone else's contributions to the battle fared. Thankfully the violence, even though it roared terribly loudly, was far enough away they had a bit of time to act.

Time to fulfill their mission.

Hiccup climbed out right next to the steep walls of Fort Sinister, staring up at the tall towers and slick brick walls. He ushered for the other Vikings to stand alongside him, fervently instructing them, "Get out the ropes!"

"You really think we can climb this thing?" Snotlout groaned. "Even cave dragons couldn't get a grip on walls this smooth!"

Hiccup did not feel like arguing, instead snapping irritably, "_Snotlout_," before refocusing his attention on the walls above him. He pointed up to a sliver-like window above his head. "That arrow hole. If we get a hook through it, we can climb up with a rope no problem." And indeed already an ally archer filed up behind him, pointing up a bow. The arrow notched on the bow had a hook for an end and a rope attached to it.

"What? I wouldn't be able to aim and…"

Before Snotlout could complete his sentence, the arrow was fired, and the hook successfully secured to the window above, connecting to the brick ledge with a satisfying clang and scrape.

Hiccup, above the noise of not-so-distant battle, sassed back to his cousin, "Just because you have such a bad aim doesn't mean everyone does. Now come on, let's go!"

"Not everyone can go up!" the archer reminded him urgently. "Once you reach the arrow slit, you have to shoot the hook again to reach the top of the tower and climb up the rest of the way."

"I can do that!" He gestured to the bow behind his back. He placed it now in his left hand, hooked along with a few of his weaker fingers. "But I'm going first!"

"Chief, that's dangerous!"

He ignored her.

After so many failed attacks on the Vigilante – even though she was just one woman, she was far too challenging to engage – Hiccup did not wish to stall scaling Fort Sinister. Determinedly he stepped up, grabbed at the rope from the other Viking, yanked once to ascertain it was secured, and put his foot on the fort's wall. He planted it firmly before trying to yank upward, fingers already protesting at the strain of trying to hold on the rope. Prosthetic foot slipped, yet he tried again to gain traction. _There._ Another step upward. And he began to move upward, creeping up the walls of the fortress while the Vigilante and her dragons focused on another battlefront. As shouts and dragon roars rocked the canyons, Hiccup's quiet shuffles up the wall went unnoticed, unheard.

Feet skidded frequently. Hands burned on rope. In one gut-dropping moment he slipped, sliding down the rope, crashing into stone before he regained footing and caught himself from falling completely to the ground. Breathing determinedly, he sought to move upward again. Right foot. Prosthetic. Right foot. Prosthetic. And upward and upward, scaling the wall, eyes focused on the arrow slit above that.

His fingers strained, hooking themselves on the narrow arrow slit with the same hand that still held onto his bow. Hand slipped. Mouth gasped. Fingers slid, fumbling for a firm grasp. _There._ Hiccup at last managed to grab the ledge of the narrow window, and pulled his weight to be hanging there. For a brief instant he glanced downward, and his stomach dropped more in nausea at the height; he might have been accustomed to flying with dragons in the skies, but here he had no wings.

Now, clutching the side of the wall and the bow, he slid the arrow into position on his bowstring, arms shaking. _I really didn't think this through. Is this even doable?_ Biceps shuddered beneath him, fingers strained from their grip.

_Oh Thor I'm going to fall_.

He shot the arrow.

Flew upward. Shot above the fortress.

He didn't see where it landed. If it landed. If it hooked onto anything. If it were plunging back down on him.

For his vision swung, and his fingers slipped, and he realized he was falling, and all he could do was yelp and drop the bow and grab desperately onto the rope and hope he was not plummeting to his death.

The rope yanked. He jerked to a halt.

Hiccup glanced upward and realized that his shot had been true, and that he had successful hooked the rope to the top of the tower. He would be able to climb to the top wall of Fort Sinister and enter the Vigilante's fortress.

His heart rate pounded wildly, but at least it was starting to settle. This time he glanced downward with intentionality to see if the rope were long enough to reach the foot of the tower, allowing the Vikings with him to climb right behind him.

No.

He would have to continue this by himself.

Time to finish climbing.

_This is probably the dumbest idea I've had yet. We could have thought of so many better things to do and ways to get in._

Fingers reached the top of the ramparts. Hiccup gratefully pulled himself onto a ledge, a walkway, that circled around the tower. He had made it. He had climbed to the top wall of Fort Sinister.

"Don't come up behind me!" he shouted to the Vikings below him. "It's not worth the risk!"

And it would allow him to confront his mother alone… exactly as he wanted… assuming he could locate her.

Thankfully he noticed, not too far from where he now stood, a door along the upper wall leading to a downward-spiraling staircase, burrowing into the dark depths of the ancient, barren stone stronghold. _Time to start looking_. He carefully unsheathed his sword Endeavor and held it in hand. Foot and prosthetic clopped hurriedly as he rushed toward the staircase, yet even as he did so, he heard a familiar shout, almost like an angry yodel, shrieking out behind him.

He dropped to the ground immediately, preparing for dragon fire or a whirling staff. She was on the wall with him!

The Vigilante did not attack him. It took Hiccup some moments to realize this. The shout he had heard from his own mother took place a distance away from where he was on the wall, and he realized now she was shouting to her dragons, whirling her staff, and had not at all noticed Hiccup the intruder.

She orchestrated clouds of dragons to descend in swarms on Vikings about her. Staff conducted mobs of firebreathing creatures. Not lightning but balls of flame flashed through skies, painting colors far brighter and angrier than any sunset that befell upon the earth.

So concentrated was she on this complex exercise of strategy, she did not hear her son creeping up behind him.

He placed his sword right at her neck. He hated doing it – it felt so counterintuitive, so completely and utterly _wrong_ – yet it was the only way to make her stop. After four years of war, he knew that. After four years of war, he was willing to at least do this to make it all stop.

"Don't move," he said, hoping he sounded convincingly threatening, hoping even moreso she would not still somehow violently retaliate against him, or set all her dragons upon him, and have him dead in an instant. Just because he had a sword pointed against her did not mean he felt safe alongside this notorious antagonist. Not after what she had done to Stoick. To so many other Vikings over the years. And because he was nervous, he stuttered a second time, just a moment after his first statement, again, "D – don't move."

Counter to what Hiccup commanded, the Vigilante did move. Her eyes widened.

"Order the dragons down." He gasped out the words. Fort Sinister _could_ be entered after all, the place disarmed… for only one person lived inside it, one human, and he had her right where he needed her.

"This war's over. Let this end now."

In a low, dark voice, she began, "My dragons…"

"Won't listen to you if you're dead." The words felt horrible in Hiccup's mouth. _The things this war is making me do…_

Green eyes stared calculatingly at her son from the corner of her vision. But the Vigilante pursed her lips and let her fingers loosen. Staff clattered to the ground.

Hiccup remembered what had been said during the war meeting with the other chieftains; if he got to the Vigilante first, then he could capture her alive – otherwise, she would be dead at the hands of the other tribes.

"I'm personally taking you prisoner," he said. "Uh… Mom."

_Happy family reunion to me,_ internal sarcastic commentary sighed.

Valka nodded. She told him, "Very well then. Though you don't know what you're doing. Every one of you and your warriors are making a grave mistake."

Hiccup frowned, trying to process her meaning, but did not ask about her. His eyes were focused now beyond him, hoping to see the violence of war end – at least on this front.

"No. It's not a mistake to end this," he said at last. "It's four years overdue."


	7. VII Unease

**VII.**

No celebrations rang out through the evening night, no exuberant cheers nor hearty exclamations, not indeed even a few victorious words or toasts with raised mugs. The Vikings who drank that night stared into their draughts not out of festive spirits; liquor held comfort, a means to forget the recent battle, rather than cheer its end. For no one found the end to this warfront a moment to cherish. Unease drifted over the sky in a more solid form than the stormclouds gathering above everyone.

Hiccup stepping through the clusters of men and women, past campfires and the wafts of cooking meat, noticed that unease in people's darkened facial expressions. He felt it in the wind as it rustled the edges of his cloak. He smelt it in the air alongside the pungent odor of recent death. Most keenly, though, he sensed it in the weight of his heart. Of all the people who had participated in tonight's assault of Fort Sinister, he was the one who felt the most uncomfortable by it.

And that was no small claim, for many of the Viking braves and chiefs expressed similar dissatisfaction and discomfort. Hiccup could hear their voices rattling anxiously around campfires.

"It's not right…"

"Don't seem like this part of the war is done."

"Are we actually safe…?"

"Something else bad is gonna happen, I just know it."

"Everyone knows this shouldn't have happened as it did."

"Odin watch over us all."

Hiccup shivered, and it was not from the chill of descending darkness. Some strange sense of unease crept all along his skin, and some… some _strange_ emotion ate at his gut. He could not quite pinpoint what this sensation was, but at least he knew its cause. For he remembered one other phrase from his recent dinner with the other chiefs, a remark muttered by the Elder of the Northern Wanderer Tribe:

"We won this too easy."

It had, indeed, been an easy victory.

Far from bloodless the battlelines had been. More than a few soldiers fell beneath the claws of the Vigilante's assaulting dragons. Charred ruins of flame-scorched men littered the unopened gates of Fort Sinister. Nevertheless, as Hiccup heard from the other chiefs' recapitulations, every regiment had been able to hold their ground without retreating once, no one at any time feeling so pressured as to have their warriors step back. From the start of the battle on Fort Sinister, the allied Vikings had been on the offensive, the advantage, and the Vigilante retaliating in hasty defense.

_Fort Sinister was supposed to be impenetrable._ Hiccup's eyes glanced back toward the shadow of towers standing flat against the near-black horizon. _We penetrated it in less than three hours. Even if it was only occupied by one human, my mom should have had the clear advantage._

There should have been far, far, _far _more of a struggle between Vikings and dragons.

Yet that fear alone did not weigh upon his mind. In addition to that concern, Hiccup worried about several other key points regarding the war.

Like the Vigilante's Bewilderbeast never involving itself in the skirmish – not even appearing once in view. Despite the pillars of draconic ice standing as testimony throughout the countryside, attesting that the Bewilderbeast had followed Valka here, the mountain-sized dragon had never appeared, and might never have existed at all for the purposes of this battle.

_Why?_

That nameless emotion gnawing at his gut began to chaw harder.

The Vigilante had never even shown her most substantial weapon.

For that matter, she had been rather quick surrendering to Hiccup on top of the tower. A sword pointed at her throat would not have halted her aggression even the last time the two of them had seen each other in battle.

And why had he survived the climb up the wall at all? Chances were at least_ one_ dragon should have seen him and shot him down.

Speculations arose within the young chief's mind, plaguing him with worse fears than he had experienced before the dawn of battle. Was his mother truly done fighting? Was it safe to be keeping her with him as a prisoner? Was she planning on calling the Bewilderbeast here somehow to crush a sudden blow on her enemies? Hiccup did not believe she had the power to do so, yet he could conceive of no other reason why she left the Bewilderbeast behind and quickly surrendered to her son's sword, not even once raising her voice in aggression.

Questions. Too many questions. Too much unaccounted for in the recent fight.

All at once, Hiccup recognized what chewed at his insides. It was hollowness. All of this, the campfires and the quiet Viking tribes and the open skies above them… it was hollowness. For everyone knew this had been a hollow victory, anticlimactic and dissatisfying, difficult to conceive as the end of a war.

_Nothing,_ he thought, eyes catching a glimpse of the moon, _nothing is even _close_ to being done._


	8. VIII The Mistakes of War

**VIII.**

Austere, minimal, but respectfully clean accommodations defined her small cell, and the manner in which she lounged in the miniature room's corner almost suggested she sat not in a gaol at all. She maintained an even green-eyed fixation on the opposite corner of the wall, holding her shoulders sturdily back and straightening her spine rather regally. Even captured, separated from her subjects, she very well held herself as the queen of dragons. And even when Hiccup approached her, stepping up to stand right at the other side of the cross-hatched iron gate, she hardly deigned to acknowledge his presence, and indeed barely even shifted her head toward him, much less met him in the eye. Somehow this made her appear more in control of their meeting than Hiccup, no mind he was _her_ visitor and not vice versa.

He placed his left hand on one of the central horizontal door bars and spoke. In the time he and the Vikings had sailed back from Fort Sinister, returned to Dragon Island, and placed Valka in their gaol, his mind had not quit thinking back on the battle. The unease which permeated his heart the eve of the battle still rocked him several weeks later. Thus, he approached her, stepping to her gaol cell entirely by himself.

He had to glean some answers.

Had to speak to Valka, as uncomfortable as it would be to do.

Therefore Hiccup spoke up. Cleared his voice. Tapped his pointer finger apprehensively on the cell's iron door. "You said we were making a mistake." Might as well speak straight to the point of his visit. "Something about 'you and every one of your warriors are making a mistake' or – or something like that."

For a moment Hiccup wondered if Valka actually would reply. The calculating gaze she gave him from the corner of her prison certainly did not seem a positive sign. However, then, with a steady, lilting cadence to her voice, she succinctly affirmed, "I did." Just those two words. Nothing more. But spoken firmly nonetheless.

The chief sucked in his breath. Though he had felt nervous approaching her cell to begin the conversation, he felt even more apprehensive now that their talk had begun. Hopefully this would not turn into a dead end. He inquired, "Why? What did you mean by that?"

"I meant exactly what I said," she intoned, still with a lilt but also maintaining a careful evenness in her voice. Her face remained likewise passive. "It's a mistake, separating me from the dragons."

Hiccup hesitated before addressing the Vigilante, "Mom," and then stuttered, "I – I was – "

At that moment Valka resumed speaking, clearly having not finished her previous comment, "I'm not just saying this for my own benefit, Hiccup. This is dangerous for the dragons… and for humans, too. Both species." She finally looked him in the eye, now, green eyes uncomfortably intent. She seemed to have mentioned humanity's compromised safety purely to appeal to Hiccup's concerns, though her earnestness appeared genuine. She truly acted as though she believed every word she spoke to her son.

Hiccup's eyes jumped uncomfortably down, just for an instant, as he sought to process this simple comment of hers, and how he might proceed the conversation from here. He chose simply to speak the obvious, one-word question, "How?"

He could barely believe they were conversing. That Valka was cooperating and giving him information.

He could only hope it would last.

And it did.

"Drago Bludvist has a Bewilderbeast," she responded, every word pealing certain doom as she stood up and walked to the center of the cell. "By taking away its contender, my alpha, you place all the dragons across the Barbaric Archipelago in Drago' control."

It was one of his greatest fears confirmed. Hiccup felt a chill run up his spine.

Nevertheless, there was one point within Valka's comments he did not quite understand. Questioning it now, Hiccup asked, "We didn't take away your alpha, though. We didn't even see it in the battle, that I know of."

"I'm the only reason that dragon was staying in the archipelago."

"What?"

"I'm the reason the Bewilderbeast was at Fort Sinister or in the Barbaric Archipelago at all. After the battle, didn't you and all your Viking friends go looking for it?"

"Yes. Chief Bertha of the Bog-Burglar Tribe is still conducting thorough searches even now."

"And you're never going to find him. Not now. Not ever again." Slowly, slowly she stepped up toward the gate of the cell, approaching Hiccup with an eerie assuredness that made him wonder if _he_ were the one being questioned, _he_ the one incarcerated by enemies. She stopped when she was quite close, and quite intently stared him face-to-face. "To be honest, I'm surprised you haven't come to me sooner to ask where he's gone."

"Well," the chief muttered, feeling a little abashed at the war's sluggish pace, as well as disconcerted by her gaze, "we've all been busy."

"I'm sure." She looked at him coolly. Then, reverting back to points she had made in earlier conversation, the Vigilante enunciated firmly and ominously, "So then you know that the only Bewilderbeast in the archipelago is Drago's now?"

It was becoming more and more apparent quite what Valka had meant by 'making a mistake.'

"Look, you never explained why the dragon left as soon as you left Fort Sinister. Why –"

"That's for another time," she said.

"Now is as good as –"

"Another time." Then, at once, she threw her hand onto the gaol cell door, a fist pounding against the iron bars and clanging loudly against them. Hiccup flinched at the sudden gesture and noise. Fuming, and with great passion, his mother exclaimed, "Drago's Bewilderbeast is going to take over your dragons now, don't you get it? Doesn't that make you worry at all? Once his alpha gets close enough, he will control each and every one of them!"

Her words echoed through the empty hall.

_You don't know what you're doing. Every one of you and your warriors are making a grave mistake._

_Once his alpha bets close enough, he will control each and every one of your dragons._

"At what range can an alpha dragon control others?" Hiccup asked, mind whirling. He and the dragon riders from Berk had acted out of extreme precaution whenever confronting the Vigilante in past battles, fighting only with men and war machines rather than risking their dragons be pulled to the Vigilante's side. Now they would need to ascertain their draconic forces did not near Drago's territory. "Are other dragons only controlled when they're in eyesight of a Bewilderbeast, or across several leagues, or stretching beyond islands…?" His voice trailed off after he listed off those possibilities.

She admitted, "I don't know. It really depends on the individual dragon. There's wide variation I've seen, and I don't understand it all by any means, but Bewilderbeasts, as one of the most powerful dragon species living, usually have some of the greatest ranges of alpha control. I would bet that Bashem is too close to Murderous Island to be safe. And… maybe even Berk, though it's quite far south from Visithug Territory, could be affected, too. Drago's Bewilderbeast might be taking over your dragons even now.

"You might think that you ended one major conflict in the war and took a significant step toward peace," Valka assessed with a critical shake of her head, "but in truth your choice is going to destroy us all."

_No sense of doomsday there in that sentence at all_, Hiccup thought acerbically.

"You have been destroying the world, too," he answered aloud, though a bit hesitantly. He did not wish to speak too accusatively to someone providing free information. At the same time, though, he hardly could deny Valka's involvement in widespread turmoil, what with having fought her for four years, having watched dear men and women in his life die during conflict – foremost amongst them his father Stoick taken directly to Valhalla by the Vigilante's aggression. Hiccup never had been an individual to feel particularly bitter toward others, even his enemies, nor was he one who lost trust quickly, yet the Vigilante time and time and time again had mounted enormous pains against his life, and thus he could not help but regard this prisoner warily, distrustfully, carefully, guardedly. So much better the world could have been had she never interfered in the lives of Visithug dragon trappers.

"Destroy it? No. Trying to _defend_ it and preserve the lives of dragons," she insisted. "But Drago. He wants unlimited power. He will stop at nothing to spread his control. I killed Vikings out of necessity. He will kill both men and dragons indiscriminately by the thousands to clear his way to greater power."

Hiccup hated to admit she made a fair point regarding Drago's unfettered ambitions. He spoke nothing at first – only pursed his lips. Then, quietly, very quietly, he murmured, "You did more harm than good."

Her eyes tightened. "And you're about to make the same mistake."

"I have no other choice."

"I've said that, too, _Chief_."

"No, but I really mean it," Hiccup stressed.

"You have another choice," Valka said, and suddenly she looked as though_ she_ wanted something out of the conversation too. Wanted something specifically out of Hiccup. Of course. That was why she was entering in such free dialogue with him regarding the war. "I know how to turn Drago's Bewilderbeast so that he won't take control of any more dragons."

"What you're suggesting is that we should let you fly around freely to take control of Drago's Bewilderbeast, which will cause _more_ conflict on your part, _more_ war, more –"

"Not if I join with you."

She cut in so sharply and spoke her proposition so rapidly Hiccup almost missed hearing her babble. As it was, what she spoke content-wise was so shocking he believed he must have imagined that statement anyhow. Yet the Vigilante heaved a huge breath, turned her neck away to struggle privately with her own thoughts for half a moment, then returned her gaze to Hiccup and slowly emphasized, "I can work with you to destroy Drago."

No words.

Silence.

Hiccup gaped, blinking rapidly. "But we just fought you in a battle three weeks back! How – how – how can you just _turn about_ and –"

"I'm not 'turning about'," she interrupted coolly. "I still cannot abide your treatment of dragons on Berk. The beasts should be free, fully free. But," she said, and sighed, "now that I know Drago has a rival alpha dragon under his control, I fear there soon will _be_ no dragons, free or not free. Here in this cell apart from my alpha, I can do nothing to stop him. Joining with you, even if my Bewilderbeast is gone by now… maybe still we have a chance.

"I know more about the Bewilderbeast species than you ever will, and there's no time for me to tell you all I've learned. If you want to stop this tyrant, Hiccup – if you want dragons to still fly the skies once this entire war is over – and if you don't want to find yourself a chained captive working under Visithug whips in the Amber Slavelands – then you have to let me out of here."

She had been pacing for a while now, stepping to the back of the cell and around to all its corners. Now she marched royally toward the Chief of Berk until she could easily have touched Hiccup through the jail cell bars. "For we _can_ help each other, Hiccup. We have a common enemy and a common goal. And for that reason you can trust me. For that reason, we can work as one."

_How much can I trust the logic of my father's killer and the perpetuator of a four-year war between Vikings and dragons?_ Hiccup, removing his hand from the vertical bar, uttered, "I – I – I'm not sure about that," and took a step backwards. He left the Vigilante standing in the center of her cell. Cape billowing behind him, Hiccup marched out of the prison to the light of Dragon Island's city center, toward something he could trust.

An uncomfortable nagging in his heart still plagued him even as he walked out of doors and stepped into the sunlight.
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The sunlight was warm, at least, and welcoming, even if it did not clear Hiccup's thoughts from his recent conversation. Valka's words continued echoing through his skull, teasing him, pestering him, unnerving him. _No._ He could not allow anything she said to derail him from his duties. _I'd never join with her no matter_ what_ she said. It would come to no good._

So that would be the end of the conversation, for Hiccup. The last time he conversed with the Vigilante over the war – unless, perhaps, to later gain more information. But only that. Just… simple… information… which he would have to take with a grain of skepticism.

Still mulling even as he walked, Hiccup stepped past the settlement on Dragon Island, past the clanging noise of Vikings in a smithy; of children rushing about, squealing and laughing, ignoring the swords being sharpened on their parents' doorsteps; of the Hairy Hooligans and some of their allies whispering rumors to one another, only a quarter of them true, yet all of them dismal. Questions of Drago's allies nearing Berk outposts. Comments of someone's uncle's cousin's daughter-in-law's spotting the new Visithug Bewilderbeast lurking to the west. Even a few women and men claiming that the Vigilante could control dragons still within her cell at the gaol.

Even in sunlight, Hiccup could not escape the burdens of war.

At least one individual did not participate in this dismal war discussion. Outside a street away from the gaol, Toothless waited, curled up like a sunbathing cat in the center of the square. As soon as Hiccup stepped into the square, the dragon's eyes opened, first one, then another, and then at once he leapt to his feet in a shocking explosion of energy. Up to Hiccup the Night Fury bounded, retracting his teeth and pulling his gums into a smile.

"Hey there, bud," Hiccup murmured, reaching up to scratch the dragon affectionately along the jaw. Toothless burbled affectionately in his throat while he rested his snout on the chief's shoulder. "Good to see you. How 'bout we go home, huh?" That one place would offer some peace and quiet. After his conflicting conversation with Valka, he certainly deserved a break.

Human and dragon headed up a hill toward where Hiccup and Astrid constructed their home on Dragon Island, feet crunching softly on a small pebble path. Occasionally Hiccup would pause to speak to someone – never for long, but still for quick updates. "Starkard, I want you to lead a quick patrol out west and check our borders with the Visithugs." "Nobber, anything to report? Nothing unusual? Great to hear." Even: "Tuffnut, why are you sopping wet?" A moment later, "Ruffnut, please don't tell me you're the reason why Tuffnut is sopping wet."

The further away from the gaol Hiccup stepped, the more assured he felt, the more he could convince himself Valka's words were toxic rather than straightforward truth. She twisted fact with doomsday logic, attempting to convince Hiccup to join with her for her own ends. _She has to be wrong. We're in better shape for this war now that we've defeated her,_ he told himself.

Then Toothless started.

"What?"

Hiccup glanced upward toward the cloudless blue sky and noticed a dot coming down from the sun. Now Toothless watched the dot with interest, moment of startlement over; and when it came closer to Hiccup, he realized this was a dragon flying down to Dragon Island. A Terrible Terror.

The Terror sped straight toward Hiccup, alighting on his shoulder and nipping at his ear rather ferociously. Hiccup felt a sharp pull from his hair, too, as the Terrible Terror began eating his braid. "Watch it!" he grumbled, reaching up with both hands to grab the dragon and remove it from his shoulders. Claws scratched at his neck and teeth nipped yet again at his braid. "Oh gods, ow, ow…" He pulled the dragon before him, glared at the ornery yellow beast still squirming, squirming, squirming in his arms, and then pulled off a small scroll of paper tied to the Terrible Terror's horns. Air mail between Berk and Dragon Island was constant and helped plan war efforts.

Hiccup set the Terror down at his feet, telling the dragon firmly, "Don't you do anything dumb," and then concentrated on the latest message he had received from Berk.

_Gods, no,_ he thought as his eyes scanned the Futhark.

Toothless crooned, concerned. Hiccup, placing the message alongside his belt, turned to his dragon and stared eyed-to-eye. The Night Fury's head was cocked to one side in worry. "Turns out some dragons just flew off and left Berk for no reason," he informed Toothless gravely. He pursed his lips. "Looks like my mother's warning is coming true sooner than later."

Toothless continued to stare.

Hiccup frowned. _What was wrong?_

Stare.

"Toothless, are you –"

Wide, round pupils snapped shut into vertical slivers. Toothless' eyes, once full of care and worry for his friend, fell dead at once.

"No. No no no no no…"

Flashbacks launched into Hiccup's mind. The same dragon creeping toward him. Opening his mouth. Gas streaming from his throat. Stoick jumping in front of him. Blast…

Death.

Once again the dragon's eyes saw nothing. _Under the control of a Bewilderbeast._

"Toothless!"

And the dragon sat up, pupils once again dilating to their full size. Only then did Hiccup realize how much his heart was pounding, how heavily he was breathing, how much his hands were shaking. Knees weak, Hiccup slipped to the ground, seating himself, and attempted to recuperate. Memories, memories still coursed through. Flashback. Slit eyes. Flashback. A dragon killing.

Heavy breathing.

The effects of the past still sometimes haunted the mind in the present. Slowly, Toothless stepped toward his master, letting out a soft and caring growl as he approached. Hiccup, still breathing through his mouth, attempted to pull up a smile for his friend. "It's… it's okay, bud. Just got scared for a moment." His hands reached up, he touched the dragon on the snout, and the moment of fear passed.

"So what just happened?" he mumbled to himself.

Hiccup continued the rest of the way to his house in pensive silence. Only after he pulled open the door, stepped inside the cool darkness of the hut, and caught sight of Astrid seated at the table for dinner did he open his mouth.

"Hey… milady," he murmured somewhat distractedly.

Astrid frowned, standing. "Okay, what happened?" she asked at once.

"I'm not sure," Hiccup admitted, "but whatever it is, I need some answers."

After dinner – somewhat less disgusting than usual for Astrid's cooking, causing him only to gag about half a dozen times – he and his wife returned to the center of the village, seeking out information. Other Vikings seemed spooked, too, informing Hiccup of events paralleling what he experienced with Toothless.

"Hookfang just went into battle mode or something!" Snotlout gabbed, blue eyes widened in the moonlight. "His eyes just went down in slits and it was almost like was going to attack me – or – or – leave. You wouldn't do that, Hooky, would you?" Snotlout's voice intonation rose sharply in worry at that last question.

Hiccup, frowning, responded, "You know, Toothless did the same thing…"

So had many villagers' dragons, apparently.

"Sounds like it's the Vigilante," Ruffnut chortled, to which her chief responded, "Don't start those rumors! We don't need people _more_ scared than they actually are!"

Others postulated it was Drago's Bewilderbeast beginning to take effect. At least ten times that night Hiccup heard worried Hooligans exclaim, "We're going to lose our dragons."

"No, no," he said, and then again, louder, for everyone in the square to hear, "we are _not_ going to lose our dragons." The chief stood up on the Thorston's porch to make himself more easily seen and heard in the eerie moonlight. Raising his hand, he assured them, "I've got an idea. First thing in this morning, I'll start it. We'll – we'll be safe, you'll see that."

Some murmurs of relief, some persisting worrying whispers, ended the evening.
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Wind. It whipped through his hair. Stung his eyes, battered his eyelashes. Wind biting, clawing, tearing at his skin, yanking at fingers and cheeks with barbaric vigor. Bright tufts of golden orange snapped before his eyes. Bursts of cloud, small explosions, collided with him. It rose up like sand in a sandstorm, like the churning waves of a sea in a tempest, clouds roiling and tumbling and throwing themselves down and up in horrid heaves while Hiccup and Toothless rushed through the skies.

They raced. Hiccup leaned into Toothless so that his cheeks touched cold, scaly skin. Straightened arms braced to either side of his head, hands holding onto the saddle horn before him. Hiccup remained flattened on Toothless while the dragon rushed through high sky clouds, where the atmosphere shrieked and clouds passed by at such a speed Hiccup could see nothing. All he knew, distantly, was that the sun was rising; the bright colors from clouds reflected the sun's rays from _somewhere_. But the world he experienced was rushing. Snaps of color. Angry howling wind. Pumping Night Fury wings. And nothing else.

Toothless leaned forward and began a steep descent downward. Clouds puffed in vision for a moment, and then all cleared. Below Hiccup and Toothless stretched jagged expanses, sharp rocks and treacherous sholes and not a sign of life. _The Mazy Multitudes._ It had not been so long since Hiccup had left this area, yet he returned to it already, intent to glean more answers.

As Toothless sunk down and began weaving in and out of sword-like sea stacks, Hiccup's eyes ate in every detail of the landscape. The soupy, greenish, grayish waters. The rare pebbled shore. The open, jagged jaws of many an island, reaching out to snatch them from the air. Each stone axe and sharpened knife Toothless steered around, racing through the landscape, speeding, speeding, speeding.

They headed toward dawn. The horizon glowed like fire in this barren, slate-gray land. What might have seemed a muted yellow in other locations glowed as a distant, angry conflagration here. The sun burst this entire island chain into flames. And in the distance, rising above sharp peaks of stone, rose the burning silhouette of Fort Sinister.

"Almost there," Hiccup whispered encouragingly to Toothless. He leaned in, and the dragon picked up even extra speed. Spires of pointed peaks rushed below them.

Perhaps it was only the start of day, the very fledglings of morning. Perhaps Hiccup had left Dragon Island while the skies were still dark and brooding. Perhaps he had even sneaked out of his cabin while Astrid remained asleep – an impressive task, considering how lightly she slept. Yet Hiccup _had_ promised his Hooligans he would investigate his suspicions first thing in the morning. This _was_ first thing. He _was_ keeping true to his word.

Yet he knew within his unsettled gut the true reason he vanished from Dragon Island before anyone could awake. He needed to investigate his suspicions as soon as possible, for if his fears were even partially correct, then he would be reporting back only _some_ of what he saw, and keeping the rest of the evidence for himself.

He needed secrecy. At least for now.

The fortress grew. The sun stared up in awe at the sheer walls and abandoned bartizans. Hiccup, though, shuddered. He flew toward Sinister's most recent adjunct rather than focusing on the ancient stone; for behind the tons and tons of lifeless stone waited an equally lifeless peak of ice. Hiccup and his allies had not approached the Bewilderbeast's ice formation during the battle with the Vigilante, and after the fight, had been very cautious approaching the place. Yet now Hiccup and Toothless swooped in without any reservations towards the ice.

Toothless landed right next to the Bewilderbeast's formation, so close that neither he nor Hiccup could see the sky staring straight upwards. Hiccup craned his neck briefly to gaze at the shelves of ice, but then he shook his head, alighted from the saddle, and stepped inside a nearby frozen cave. He shuddered again briefly, remembering the last time he had stepped into one of these. It had been four years ago back when he first met his mother. But Toothless, burbling, seemed to understand, and shoved himself under Hiccup's shoulder to offer support.

It was a much smaller shelter than Valka's original hideaway. Unsurprising. The Bewilderbeast had not settled here long enough to construct quite as shocking of a home. Nevertheless, the high, arched ceilings stretched out and upward like a second sky, and the entire green-blue interior stretched out to such a size no human could construct a room likewise. For a second Hiccup marveled. _Dragons truly are amazing creatures,_ he mulled, fingers tightening around Toothless' head plait, but then he focused on his task.

"Alright, Toothless," he said, hand dropping to the floor. Hiccup crouched and began to peer at the dirt beneath him. "Time to see how long it's been since the Bewilderbeast left." His braid fell forward over his shoulder as he leaned down, staring at an enormous crater which may have been a Bewilderbeast footprint. Yet it was eroded, not recent, and Hiccup stepped forward. "Look for anything suspicious, really," he said. Toothless paused, sniffed the ground beneath him, and then padded after Hiccup.

They passed more than a few piles of dragon dung. Hiccup glanced at those only briefly. Either they came from other species than the Bewilderbeast, or the feces were old. Very old. Hiccup's foot and prosthetic scraped ice across the floor as they continued wandering, Toothless dancing off to his own amusements, the chief of Berk frowning with more and more puzzlement.

Semi-recent dragon tracks scoured patches of mud. He located dragon nests near the edges of the enclosure, up on the cliffsides, and all of them showed the same signs of inhabitance. These dragons had left only a few weeks ago. _When we won the battle._ A few times he stumbled across a Terrible Terror or two growling on the ice shelfs, yet all in all the creatures appeared to have left as a hoard at the same time. After the battle, the dragons had left. The footprints provided that evidence. The shape of the dragon nests provided that evidence. The age of the dragon poop provided that evidence. All that was consistent and obvious.

Yet there were fewer signs of the Bewilderbeast. Hiccup pointed Toothless to the ground and requested, "Can you smell him, bud? How long has it been since he left?" Toothless concentrated on the ground, rubbing his nose against the next few yards, but then paused, stopped, and stared back at Hiccup. Hiccup tried again. "Toothless?" The dragon did not waste his time searching. He sat down on his haunches and stared soundlessly at Hiccup.

"Yeah. I'm not finding any evidence of him, either." Hiccup frowned at the nearest footprint, a mere faded imprint in the surface of the earth. "It's almost as if…" But his words trailed off and he never finished his sentence.

For Hiccup noticed something else. How he had not noticed this before, he had no idea, except that perhaps he had stared so much at the floor of the ice fortress that he had failed to see what rested on the other side of the room.

Six dead dragons.

Toothless stiffened and growled, uncomfortable. He took a few steps back.

"I know, Toothless, but we have to look," Hiccup said. After one moan, the Night Fury acquiesced and followed behind him.

The cold, frozen climate in which they dwelled had preserved the bodies well enough that they were still bloated, only beginning to lose mass from decay. Hiccup stayed several yards back from them, but kept his eyes straight on the corpses, noticed the twisted, _snapped_ neck of the Hobblegrunt curled up unnervingly beneath its own body, noticed the sprawled position of the Rumblehorn and the enormous tears in its inflamed chest.

Hiccup and Toothless arrived at the same conclusion.

They needed no more investigation than this. Wiping his hands quickly on his pants – even though he had touched none of the death – Hiccup then reached out to grab Toothless' saddle, and the two slipped out of the Bewilderbeast's lair.

He had to force himself to point to Fort Sinister's battlements and tell Toothless to land. Even then, their investigation of the manmade fort passed hurriedly, quickly, and with no few spooks and shivers. Less sign of life dwelt here, at least beyond the spiders. Yet the distorted form of six dead dragons filled their minds, and made Hiccup jump at even the round shape of a shield on the floor of Sinister's east wing.

"Okay, Toothless, we've seen what we need," he whispered, for he could speak at nothing above a whisper now. "Let's get back to Dragon Island."

And they flew.

Hiccup's heart pounded as they took to the skies. Yet his mind noticed nothing of the sullen gray skies through which they flew. He stared blankly at the back of Toothless' head. Thoughts, thoughts whirling. Of Toothless' loss of will for those few seconds yesterday afternoon. Of the Terrible Terror's airmail message that some dragons abandoned Berk without cause. Of the stale Bewilderbeast tracks near Fort Sinister.

Of the words his mother had said in her cell.

_Didn't I just tell myself I _wouldn't_ talk to her again?_ he fumed to himself. _Didn't I _just_ tell myself that yesterday?_

Yet his mind was so much on the Vigilante he did not even notice when a light drizzle wet his hair and poured down the back of his neck. His mind remained as foggy as the foggy weather through which he and Toothless flew.
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He never even remembered landing on Dragon Island. He came awake from a daze at once. "Did you find anything?" Astrid asked. A half-conscious response, "Yes…" "Better tell everyone." Standing before the village square. Still puzzled. Still uncertain. "Did you find anything, Chief?" "Is the Vigilante's Bewilderbeast going to kill us?" "Are our dragons safe, Chief?" "Is anything going to happen again?" And he had to hold up his hands. Silence them. Look his people in the eye, Tuffnut and Ruffnut and Starkard and Hoark and Brunnhild and Hildegard and his dear wife Astrid.

_He'd be lying to them all._

"Ah – ah, yes, yes I did," he stumbled. _At least I've never been much of a public speaker. _This_ won't seem unusual._ He held himself up, attempting to appear calm. "I went back to Fort Sinister," he said, "to see if the Vigilante's Bewilderbeast was still around."

People listened to him now, stirring slightly, but calm enough. They were Vikings, accustomed to war.

"It seemed that the dragons could only turn against us like that for a few seconds if a Bewilderbeast was around. This means it had to be either Drago's or the Vigilante's. I looked to see what happened to the Vigilante's."

Hiccup blinked once, twice. And after swallowing once more, he said, "Her dragon is gone."

He could see Astrid's shoulders relax from the news, and other Vikings deflate in relief. Yet other Hooligans frowned, and a voice rose up, "How do we know that Bewilderbeast isn't somewhere else _without_ the Vigilante?"

"We'll keep patrolling the areas," Hiccup assured her. "But I think it's safe to assume the dragon's gone for good and won't be bothering us again. This side of the war is - _is_ over. It means what happened to our dragons yesterday, had to have happened, ah, from… Drago's Bewilderbeast."

Before people could worry over that, Hiccup assured them, "And now that we can concentrate all our efforts on this side of the war, there's an even better chance we can drive the Visithugs back before their Bewilderbeast can have any further effects on our dragons."

And that had been that.

Yet once the people dispersed, Hiccup slipped to the gaol, hoping no one would see him except the two guards stationed at the entrance. He managed to slip in and sneak down the corridors with no one the wiser.

He headed straight to his mother's cell.

When he approached, Hiccup watched Valka stir slightly. Her green eyes glowed in the dark almost like a cat's, and she sized him up as though she were a cat, too. "You came back," she remarked evenly.

The chief of Berk wasted no time. He placed his hands on the door, leaned in, and whispered intently, "You lied to me."

"Oh?" This accusation did not even ruffle her.

"You told me," Hiccup explained, "that you were the only one who could control a Bewilderbeast. You suggested you'd be able to control Drago's."

"Well, yes." Still the dragon lady remained unperturbed. She did not even shift her position cross-legged on the floor. Instead, she simply watched him from the corner of her cell, back straightened but still leaned up against the wall, arms folded casually in her lap.

Hiccup watched her closely, attempting to read her body language. He hated the discomfort he felt around her. _This is my mother._ "The thing is," Hiccup continued, "you couldn't even control your _own_." It still was not the full truth of what he observed, what he assumed, yet he needed to gauge the Vigilante's reactions one bit of information at a time.

The Vigilante did not deny his accusation. Simply sat in her cell. Said nothing.

"I went back to Fort Sinister," Hiccup said. He glanced over his shoulder to ascertain no one was around. His voice dropped lower, anyway, just in case the walls echoed to the guards outside. "There were dead dragons in the Bewilderbeast's cave. They had jaw marks in them. _Huge_ jaw marks. The Bewilderbeast attacked dragons from its own nest."

If her expression had been unreadable before, now it was pure ice, harder than the ice fortress Hiccup had just investigated. "Yes."

Time to ask the ultimate test question. _I can't believe I'm doing this. _"Then why do you think I would trust you controlling _Drago's_ Bewilderbeast if you couldn't even keep _yours_ from killing its own dragons?"

With a sigh, the Vigilante stood. Slowly she stepped toward the bars of her cell. Had she wanted to reach out her hand, she easily could have touched her son. At first she paused, but then she responded, "The dragon is still more reliable and less violent than any human I ever met."

"That's beside the point and you know it."

Valka returned to topic. "I have spent twenty years with that beast. He is a gentle creature unless provoked. Now I told you that the dragons would leave without my control. And that is still true."

"The Bewilderbeast also left before we arrived at Fort Sinister," Hiccup pointed out. He had to point out all her flaws to assess her. _Can't believe I'm doing this._

"That… is also true." She grimaced slightly, and then requested, a little coldly, "Would you let me finish my explanation?"

Hiccup gestured to let her continue.

_Definitely can't believe I'm doing this._

"I held the Bewilderbeast as long as I could because he was needed to fight _here_. But I can't win over a _dragon_, nor should I. When it became dangerous, I had to let the Bewilderbeast leave."

"And all of this is supposed to give me confidence in you how?"

"Think about it this way: Drago has next to no experience with a Bewilderbeast. If _mine_ could turn rouge and temperamental – for good reason, though, mind – then how soon will Drago's dragon get out of control and even more violent? There's no chance things will turn out well. The results will be cataclysmic _whatever_ happens with his dragon. Do you really want to risk it?"

Hiccup said, "Your explanation is still full of holes." But his mind was whirling. _She said what I thought she would._

His heart thumped so loudly he almost missed her response. "I'm not telling you everything," she said.

"No you're not." _Do I actually go through with this now?_

They stood at an impasse.

_Thor, this better be the right decision._

_Better be… right._

"So you're going to risk your dragons succumbing to Drago," she mulled disapprovingly.

But Hiccup responded, "No."

He hesitated. "No. I don't want to risk it."

_Oh gods, I'm actually going to do this._

And he glanced around, checking the hallway five times before he spoke in a whisper, "I'm only doing this because there's no other way to stop Drago, okay? And I'm going to keep a close eye on you the whole time. Be ready to leave at midnight. I'm taking you out of here."
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Sunlight filtered in through the window, dancing nimbly onto the sheets of her bed. Astrid yawned, mumbled under her breath, and turned away from the light. It was not yet time to wake. Too early yet. The bed too comfortable. The pillow too soft. Back into the covers she shifted, eagerly sinking into the weight of her pillow, closing her eyes once more… and then paused. Eyes reopened.

_Hiccup's gone. That's… strange._

Hiccup waking early was hardly new. Even in their teenaged years, when most other youths wished to delay the sun's rising, Hiccup had always woken just after sunrise, essentially pulled out of bed by his own eager dragon. Now, as chief in the midst of a war, he could hardly afford much shut-eye. But typically, when he decided to wake and set about his day, he still remembered to lean over, touch her lightly on the shoulders, kiss her cheek, and whisper a one sentence sweet nothing into her ear before leaving. He had not done that yesterday when he shot off on Toothless to investigate Fort Sinister. And apparently he had not done that today, either.

After completing another yawn, Astrid pulled herself upright and sat up in bed. Her eyes took in the small room and its sparse furnishings, and because Hiccup always maintained a very clean home, she quickly noticed a new addition on the top of his desk. Astrid approached it. A sheet of paper rested on top of the desk's sturdy wood, and on that paper, Hiccup's handwriting scrawled out a moderately lengthy message. Shadows and then light skipped off the page as Astrid picked it up and held it closer to her.

At first, her eyes perused the words idly. It was hardly unusual for the chief to sit down and scrawl something on a sheet of paper, after all. However, the more she read, the more attentive she came to be at every stroke of the pen.

_Milady Astrid,_ she read, _these words can't be read by anyone except you. You should probably burn this once you're done reading it. I'm going to do something that could end this war, but might be questioned by the other Vikings until I'm finished._

* * *

><p>In truth, he questioned even himself. Several hours earlier, Hiccup had sneaked to the gaol of Dragon Island, hardly believing that he – the chief of the Hooligan Tribe – would be staging a jailbreak out of his own holds. <em>And for my <em>mother_, out of all people._ Someone with whom he had not spent much time since they first met four years ago… a time cut short once she murdered her own husband.

_It needs to be done. Needs to be done._ So Hiccup crept forward, sneaking across the village square.

The Hooligans had become vigilant and efficient warriors over the years, wary of any strange sight or sound that might constitute danger. They had been so for centuries, necessitated from their earlier wars with dragons, and now with Drago and his men plaguing the Archipelago, they had become even keener. At least Hiccup had the advantage that, if they noticed him, he could excuse his way out of his actions; there were benefits to being chief. Nevertheless, for this operation to be successful, no one could know what was going on. Not Hoark. Not Snotlout. Not Gobber. Not even Astrid.

_Well…_ his mind thought back to the letter he had just placed on their desk. She would see it in the morning. _She can't know _everything_, and she can't know anything now._

Slowly his feet crept forward, and his eyes peered out in the dark to carefully survey his surroundings. The two dragons following him peeped, too, curious and clueless to what was going on. Shadows splashed down onto all of them, the close proximity of Viking buildings shading them from the moon's light. Just beyond them, the main village square twinkled, and a pair of guards stood overlooking the main entrance to the gaol. Considering that sunrise was a few hours away, and the night deep and relentless, they appeared remarkably alert. At least, they stood with backs straight, and the weapons they held in their hands seemed ready for action at the slightest provocation.

"Okay, Toothless," Hiccup said. "Come with me." He glanced at the Sabre Tooth Driver Dragon lingering just beyond Toothless, and continued, "You, too, Spiky. I'm going to need you tonight."

Toothless burbled, still puzzled, but the Sabre Tooth Driver Dragon seemed more content with current circumstances. The creature had grown enormously since Hiccup had first ridden him through the Wanderers' frozen wastelands four years ago, the beast now larger than even Toothless. Spiky glowed from the tiny scraps of moonlight filtering down into the city street. Cocking his head to one side, the Sabre Tooth Driver Dragon watched Hiccup with interest, yet remained exactly where he sat.

The two dragons and Hiccup intently watched the entrance. Time waited, frozen and suspended in the night, seemingly unmoving. Their breaths sounded sharp in the night. Dragon claws stirred. Still waited. Yet at last Hiccup noticed what he needed, hearing first the shuffling of boots, and then spotting two staunch, wide-armed Vikings approach the guards of the gaol.

_This is it._

* * *

><p>Astrid was frowning, but continued reading.<p>

_Do your best to calm the villagers when they find out the Vigilante has escaped._

* * *

><p>The villagers were calm now in the dead of night, and the guards of the gaol eager to converse with those who would take their shift. As Hiccup had hoped, they began to dialogue, discussing in fervent low voices the happenings of the last few days. "Night is calm…" "But don't forget that…" "No, I won't…" "…need to get some sleep but…" "…Vigilante can't…" Hiccup could not hear everything, but he hoped that meant that <em>they<em> couldn't hear _him_ either.

As silently as he could, he slipped away, circling the gaol at a wide berth, sneaking between houses and avoiding the main plaza where he might be seen. Now that he knew all the guards were at the front entrance – and would be, at least for a few more moments, so long as they continued chatting – he could slide himself into the back entrance. Two dragons padded behind him. After creeping past a few doorways and losing sight of the guards at the front, he located the back entrance, carefully slipped a key into the door, and made his way inward. He ushered Toothless to step inside with him, but help up a hand when Spiky shoved his nose and oversized teeth into the entrance. "Shh, shh, no, I need you here. Wait here, big fella."

With one huff – thankfully a quiet one – the dragon settled back, lying down to wait just outside the exit.

_Okay, that looks really conspicuous, but I need him close so that we can get away quickly. If all goes well, we'll be out of this gaol and flying away before the guards even see him resting in the back._

Hiccup left the back door open just a crack and then charged into the gaol.

It helped his mother was the only current occupant of any of the gaol cells. He did not need to worry about other prisoners shouting and blowing his cover. He could remain secret, skirting between the cross-hatched shadows and the quilted patches of moonlight, iron bar patterns crisscrossing over the entire, dim-lit corridor. Feet shuffled through dirt. He found Valka's cell. And there his mother waited, her eyes still somehow glowing even though night cloaked her, her eyes eating in the movement outside her cell. She noticed Hiccup immediately, stood, and stepped up to the door of the cell.

Hiccup shook his head, though, and waved her back. When she had backed up enough, he motioned for Toothless to heat jail bars and destroy the lock. Hiccup had access to the main gaol building, but did not own keys for each individual cell. Toothless, thankfully, could solve this problem for his rider, and do so with a surprising amount of quietness.

The barest of whispers: "Alright, let's go."

* * *

><p><em>She and I may be gone for several weeks, but I assure you I'm going to be alright.<em>

* * *

><p>They charged up the hallway again, back to the back door. The Vigilante paused at the exit, waited for Hiccup to nod it was safe, and then she emerged into open skies. No guards were about. No people. Not anything except Spiky relaxing on the dirt beside the door. Hiccup hopped over the Sabre Tooth Driver Dragon's enormous white paw, turned around, and carefully relocked the back door. It sealed in dust and silence with a timid <em>click<em>.

* * *

><p><em>Take over for me as Acting Chief. <em>

* * *

><p>Hiccup pointed to Spiky. Without a word, Valka nodded, though did grimace slightly at the saddle on the dragon's back. She climbed onto the beast and only partially settled into the saddle, situation herself as though she were going to ride bareback. The manner in which she crouched over the dragon almost made her appear more of a dragon than the creature she prepared to ride.<p>

Hiccup clenched his teeth, worrying. _Is she going to try to bolt for it?_ Providing her a separate dragon to ride – one full-grown and powerful – seemed a good way to lose the woman he had struggled so hard to capture.

* * *

><p><em>Rally the Hooligans and the other tribes together and concentrate the armies to the north.<em>

* * *

><p>Yet she remained where she was, waiting for Hiccup's direction.<p>

He climbed onto Toothless, reaching down to adjust his prosthetic and latch himself into his own saddle.

* * *

><p><em>Bring the dragons, too.<em>

* * *

><p><em>She's actually going to follow me. She's actually going to with me to deal with Drago's Bewilderbeast.<em>

He stared out into the sea beyond.

* * *

><p><em>All our forces will strike when I come back and give the word.<em>

* * *

><p><em>This is it,<em> he told himself, amazed the jailbreak had been so easy and smooth. He would have to speak to the Hooligans when he returned about that. But he could not do so now. He was leaving.

* * *

><p><em>I <em>will_ come back, Astrid._

* * *

><p>He placed his palm gently on top of Toothless' back, and the dragon surged forward, gliding low against the waters, barely skimming above the ocean surface. From the corner of his vision, Hiccup could see Spiky and Valka following right behind them.<p>

* * *

><p><em>Everything will go alright.<em>

* * *

><p>He took in a breath.<p>

_Everything better go alright._


	13. XIII Through the Storm

**XIII.**

Storm clouds brewed overhead. Intermittently they dropped enormous wet globs of rain, no fewer than a few drops at a time; yet always without fail the few raindrops that fell landed smack on Hiccup's nose. He flinched as he felt the cold, splashing sting smack his nostrils. Angry grumbles from above, the stormclouds churning one into another, indicated that more rain – real rain – a real _storm_ – might be on the way.

_We need to find shelter, and soon._

Glancing behind him, he watched his mother fly on Spiky. The white dragon was easier to spot than his mother's facial features, but he watched her moreso than the saber-toothed driver dragon. Her gaze wandered, though there wasn't much to sight. They drifted over endless ocean. What was most interesting to watch were the endless roils of waves beneath them, and the broiling waves of thunderheads above. Two oceans brewed about them, but they had been doing so for some great time, and the landscape had grown tiresome after many hours' journey.

Hiccup pulled back on Toothless slightly. The dragon obliged, decelerating gently, and allowing Hiccup to ride side-by-side with Valka the vigilante. She glanced at him with only minor interest. Her eyebrows rose in a silent query, wondering with some judgmental skepticism why her son had slowed.

Though the thunderheads had not yet broken, the slashing of waves beneath them and grumbling clouds above them forced Hiccup to shout. There would be no other way she could hear him. "We need to find shelter!" he called out. He did not know the area well enough through which they were flying, and could only hope she held greater knowledge. "Is there anywhere nearby that we can land?"

She didn't answer him, only looked at him long and hard, mouth tightened and lips pulled inward. Wordlessly Valka pulled Spiky ahead of Hiccup. At once she whirled in front of the chief, taking the lead between the two of them, and racing through the endless, lightless gray of a stormy sea.

Toothless glanced up at his rider, growling questioningly. At least, Hiccup assumed the dragon emitted a noise; the growl faded into the environment where all the rest of the world was growling, too. Hiccup shrugged, and pointed for his dragon to follow after Valka. Toothless did so, tailing behind her and Spiky – but none _too_ closely. Toothless certainly seemed wary and uneasy of their companion.

_I understand, bud,_ Hiccup though, reaching down to idly pat his dragon's scales. They were a little wet, slippery, and salty from their time flying over the ocean. _I feel uneasy around her, too._

They continued on in silence for so long, and with no signs of progress, that Hiccup began to wonder if Valka were actually leading them somewhere. The sky cracked and broke after an hour, and at once waterfalls poured out from the clouds. Hiccup groaned. Even beneath his helmet, the wetness battered his body, and he began to droop on Toothless. The dragon had to near Valka even more, for in the rain, vision obscured, and it became challenging to notice Spiky's tail even when they were right behind it. It would be easy to get lost. Hiccup feared that if they did lose Valka, she might not immediately turn back around to recover them.

Yet after some time of seemingly futile travel, they turned sharply to the right. Hiccup and Toothless almost missed it, but the Night Fury, with a nervous echolocating plasma blast, quickly caught up with Spiky. At this point Hiccup noticed a vague shadow below them on the ground: _land_.

She had been taking them to shelter.

The vigilante descended on Spiky, turning through the black pine trees to an equally black stone cave. She landed inside the entrance, stepped about, and began seeking out something dry to use for tinder. Hiccup landed right behind her and gratefully entered the shelter. His legs felt rubbery after seating on Toothless for so many hours straight; though he traveled for great distance on dragon back necessarily from the war, for some reason his body still opted to cramp.

_Might also be the addition of the rain and cold._ Neither of those helped with the aches. _Or maybe…_ and he laughed to himself about this one _…I'm just getting old._

They went about preparing a fire – which did, miraculously, finally light with the help of Toothless' blast – and warming up some food – yet even when they sat down about the campfire, they did so across from one another, as far from one another as possible, staring at the flames but carefully avoiding the other's eye. Hiccup and his mother placed one bite of food into their mouth after the other, constantly busying their mouth with chewing so that they did not have to speak to one another. There would, after all, be nothing comfortable to say. Best to completely avoid circumstances where they might be forced to speak.

The most speech that occurred during dinner was between Toothless and Spiky. The saber-toothed driver dragon and the Night Fury exchanged a few pleasant growls – not precisely a real conversation – but something more upbeat and lively than either Hiccup or his mother felt.

It was just the two of them now, her and him, out and alone in the middle of nowhere on a dark and stormy evening. Firelight flickered over her stoic features. Not a single emotion could be read in her face.

_I let her out… I let her free… she barely make true to her word… she better not betray me._

"You don't have to be so leery, you know."

Hiccup jumped straight into the air from his seated position as soon as Valka spoke. His mother's words echoed throughout the cave ominously, and with each repetition, the voice was amplified. It almost came to be a shout as the sound ricocheted through the cavern. She watched him with an even expression, and once he had resettled himself by the fire, she continued, "When we first met, I said I couldn't kill you. That I wouldn't kill you, because you are my son."

Hiccup tried to look into her green eyes, but it felt too much like looking into a distorted mirror, so his eyes dropped back down to the fire. The chief pensively considered her words. "I suppose you did… say that," he responded hesitantly. His words were little more than a croak, for he had not spoken aloud in quite some time.

They both avoided the large, looming question hanging in the back of the cave.

It was Valka who finally approached it. The vigilante pulled herself forward into a crouch, coming nearer to the fire so she could warm her hands. "How many times did we fight, Hiccup?" she asked.

"Pardon?"

"How many times did we fight?"

He sighed, scratching his head, and running his hands down his battered braid. It was starting to dry now, but appeared more of a tangled mass than plaited hair. He would need to undo it and brush out the tangles. "Several dozen times, maybe."

"Twenty-seven, exactly." She put her elbows down and rested them on her thighs, but she remained crouched, like a cat ready to spring at a moment's notice. Green eyes flickered with red-orange light from the fire. "It was only the first time that I tried to kill you."

His blood ran cold thinking about it still. Toothless groaned concernedly from the back of the cave, and Hiccup found himself leaning back, feeling the presence of his dragon for comfort. The day his father died was something from which he had recovered, but reflecting upon it never made him feel easy. He rubbed at Toothless' foreleg encouragingly – encouraging himself more than his dragon. Toothless realized this and nuzzled in, bumping his forehead against Hiccup's back.

Valka sighed. She watched the embers of the fire burn lower. Hiccup leaned over, grabbed some extra fuel, and put more in the fire. The flames again rose higher. Hesitantly, Valka said, "When your father died… I knew I couldn't something… like that… ever again. So I won't do it again."

Hiccup felt his heart start at that message.

Cat eyes looked up at him, blazing in the fading light. Full-fledged night was swiftly approaching, and darkness sweeping in from the cavern entrance. "We made a pact, you and I. We're stopping Drago. And it's stopping Drago that we're going to do."

She pulled herself away from Hiccup, standing and walking away from the campfire. Hiccup watched his tall, slender mother slip back to the edge of the cave. A puzzled frown settled on his features, and he found himself staring at his foot and prosthetic, thinking through what the vigilante had stated.

_I can't ever make sense of her,_ he thought. Somehow their conversation, while meant to quell his worried, only sparked them ever the greater. _And I don't know if I ever will. She's… complex. _

_But as long as she finds a way to stop Drago's Bewilderbeast, I guess that's what matters. I can try to figure her out more some other time._

Nevertheless, feeling restless of heart, Hiccup stayed awake longer than his mother. Even as Valka lay down, resting her head on her hands, and fell asleep, Hiccup continued to remain upright, mulling over everything.

In some ways, he almost felt a few years younger. His memories were transported back to the last time he had lingered in a cave alone with his mother – back to the days when his father was still alive, and Hiccup had thought himself more invincible. He had thought his experiences trying then, but looking back, he had been such a naïve child in comparison to the man he had to be today. The constant pressures of the war… of three years of fighting… of multiple war fronts with multiple tribes fighting multiple enemies…

Yet it all came around again, didn't it? Here he was, once more with his mother, once more speaking to her, once more trying to figure her out, and decide if she were on his side… or not.

"Well, we better get some rest, shouldn't we, bud?" Hiccup turned to his dragon, ran his hand comfortingly down Toothless' side, and snuggled in to rest next to the Night Fury. And even though his mind had been very restless, and the floor of the cave was not very comfortable, he quickly drifted off into unconscious slumber.


End file.
